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Note to parents
The children discuss the concept of magic, but only in reference to their
wonder in watching the garden grow and become alive. “The Magic”
(capitalized in the novel) is only the children’s fascination with God’s
creation. The Secret Garden fits the fantasy genre in that it deals with 
a world so “fantastic” that it evokes astonishment from the child
characters. Today, we would categorize this novel as realism or historical
fiction with a little wonder mixed in for spice. There is no magic in The
Secret Garden. Animals do not talk, things do not magically appear, 
and there are no powerful forces wielded by the characters.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Although she enjoyed moderate success writing for an adult audience during her lifetime, Frances
Hodgson Burnett is best known for her contributions to children’s literature. Her timeless classics, 
The Secret Garden, Little Lord Fauntleroy, and A Little Princess have entertained children and adults 
for over 100 years.

STORY SUMMARY

When her parents die from a cholera epidemic in India, sour, sickly, and self-centered Mary Lennox has
no choice but to go live with her uncle, Mr. Archibald Craven, at his mysterious Misselthwaite Manor in
Yorkshire, England. With her uncle constantly away and no playmates to keep her company, Mary
spends her time exploring the grounds around the manor. When one of the servants mentions a “secret
garden” that was shut up by Mr. Craven because his wife died there, Mary decides to find the garden
and uncover the secrets of the manor.

With the help of a robin, Mary finds the key and the door to a secret garden where no one has been for
10 years. The sight of the dead leaves makes Mary want to help the garden become alive again. With
the help of Dickon, a Yorkshire boy who understands the plants and animals of the moor, Mary plans to
revitalize the garden to its former glory. While exploring the empty rooms of the manor, Mary meets
her cousin Colin, a sickly, bedridden boy who wants to die because he believes his father hates him. It is
through Colin’s selfish behavior that Mary begins to learn how selfishly she herself has been acting.
With Dickon and Colin, Mary transforms the garden and helps it to come alive with flowers and plants.
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Knowing how the garden has positively affected both Mary and Colin, the children decide to see if the
garden can also help Mary’s miserable uncle, who is still grieving the loss of his wife. They decide to help
Colin get well so they can surprise Mr. Craven when he returns from his travels.

LIFE THEME: THE MAGICAL MIRACLE OF LIFE 

The Secret Garden has charmed readers for over a hundred years with the story of three children who
discover the magic, wonder, and healing power of the great outdoors. In the secret garden, the three
children, Mary, Colin, and Dickon, encounter the miracle of life in the growing plants and animals, which
helps the children see that all life is a gift from God—a gift for which they need to be thankful. Like many
other early twentieth century children’s books, The Secret Garden revels in the gentle beauty of nature,
emphasizing the wonder and awe that children feel as they discover the beauty of God’s world for the first
time. Throughout the novel, the children refer to their sense of wonder as “The Magic.” For them, the
beauty of thriving life is so powerful that “magical” is the only way they can describe it.

Working in the garden gives the children appreciation for the gift of life. Seeing the miracle of life taking
place in the springtime garden—the roses and crocuses springing forth to life from seemingly dead plants—
the children become aware of their selfishness and need for change. Before he met Mary, the only thing
Colin could think about was death and dying. Colin believes that his father hates him and wishes that he
had never been born. This thought drives Colin to despair and hopelessness. As Mrs. Sowerby observes,
there is nothing worse for a child than for him to think he is not wanted. Unwanted children, she says,
rarely flourish. Instead of embracing his sufferings—his weakness, inability to walk, and possible crooked
back—Colin just throws himself more and more into despair. His tantrums disrupt the whole house. When
Ben Weatherstaff, the estate gardener, accuses Colin of having crooked legs, Colin’s pride and anger
motivate him to use Dickon’s help and stand. Dickon, the boy who has grown up on the moor, embodies
the spirit of St. Francis in his interaction with the animals. Dickon’s mild manners and charming Yorkshire
humor tame all the creatures he comes in contact with, including Mary and the sulky Colin.

Before the garden, both Mary and Colin took life for granted. It is only when they see the garden coming 
to life and meet Dickon’s misfit animals that they begin to understand that life is a valuable gift from their
Creator. After his first experience with the plants and animals in the garden, Colin is no longer content to
sit in his wheelchair waiting to die. The growth of the once-dead plants and flowers in the garden inspires
him to have dreams and plans for the future, uninhibited by his disabilities. With therapy and practice,
Colin learns to walk. More importantly, Colin learns to forgive his father for his neglect and his mother for
her absence by her death. At the end of the novel, Colin voices his newfound respect for life as a gift from
God when he declares that he would like to live forever.  

Through the magic of the garden, the children finally begin to see the value in their own lives and in the lives of
the people around them. The Secret Garden reminds us that all children need love, protection, and exposure
to the mysterious miracle of life to help them understand that every life is a gift from our Loving Creator.

HOW CAN I APPLY THIS TO MY LIFE?

Like Colin, our culture today has lost the value of suffering. Instead of accepting our circumstances, we are
content to wallow in our despair and make excuses for ourselves, never seeing the true value of suffering.
Pain and suffering are consequences of original sin, which means we will not be free from suffering in this
present life. But, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church points out, if we unite our sufferings to Christ
through the sacraments, we can participate in the “saving work of Jesus Christ” in the Church (CCC
1521–1522). By offering up our sufferings, we can help our fellow brothers and sisters get to heaven.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What sort of person is Mary Lennox at the beginning of the story? 
Mary Lennox is a sour, selfish girl who is used to having a servant do everything for her—even dress her.
She is so thin and sickly that she appears ugly. She has no friends and doesn’t like other people that much.

Why does she feel that she is unwanted or doesn’t belong to anyone?
From the moment she is born, Mary’s parents abandon her to enjoy their numerous social activities. Mary
rarely sees her parents. When she lives in England, she stays with her uncle, not because he wants her, but
because she has nowhere else to go. Because she has been left alone for most of her life, Mary feels
unwanted.The story is a powerful witness for those children who feel they are unwanted by their parents
and guardians.

2. Why does Colin think his father hates him? 
Like Mary, Colin also feels unwanted by his father because Mr. Craven never comes to see him. Colin thinks
Mr. Craven hates him because Colin’s mother died when Colin was born.

How does the way the servants and grown-ups treat Colin affect his behavior? 
When Colin hears the servants and the doctor whispering, he thinks he is going to die. Because he is the
master of the house while his father is away, he feels that they all dislike him and want him to die. The
more the servants whisper and kowtow to Colin, the more he despairs about ever getting well.

Would Colin get better if the grown-ups treated him like a boy instead of like a sick person?
Answers will vary. When Ben Weatherstaff, Mary, and Dickon get to know Colin a little better, they realize
Colin can live a normal and happy life if only other people treated him like he could. They encourage Colin
in his newfound passion for living and getting stronger, which inspires him to explore his dreams.

3. What families do we meet in the novel? 
In the novel, we get glimpses of Mary’s family, the minister’s family, Colin’s family, and the Sowerby family. 

How are the families different? What does the novel show us about the importance of family?
Mary Lennox’s parents die when she is still in India. The only thing we know about them is that they rarely
spent time with their daughter so that most people didn’t know Mary existed.

We briefly meet the minister’s family who pities Mary for being unwanted but is unwilling to love her or
care for her.

Colin is an only child and has only his father. When he first meets Mary, he confesses that he almost hates
his father, or is at least indifferent toward him. Toward the end of the novel, Colin comes to realize that his
family was deeply hurt by his gentle mother’s death. Colin tries to please his father, hoping that Mr.
Craven will love him more and not be afraid Colin will die.

The Sowerby family of 12 children, even though it is poor, is lively and contented. Mary thinks they are
growing up like a bunch of collie pups. The Sowerbys may not always have food, but they have each other,
which brings them happiness. Through Mrs. Sowerby’s sage advice, Mary and Colin grow healthy and strong.

Mrs. Sowerby acts as Colin and Mary’s adoptive mother, feeding them, nurturing them, and encouraging
them to explore the outdoors. With a strong family to help them, Mary and Colin learn to reconcile with
their own families (Mary’s uncle and Colin’s father). The brokenness of Mary and Colin’s family keeps the
children from fully forgiving their parents. It is with Mrs. Sowerby’s encouragement that Colin is finally able
to reconcile with his father and uncover his mother’s picture in his room. 2The strength, respect, and love
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of the Sowerby family reminds us just how important the traditional family structure is to the well-being 
of society, in building a culture of life as well as in building a better society. 

4. What is the Magic? 
For the children, the Magic is the miracle of life they witness in the springtime of the garden, but it also
represents their hopes and dreams for the future. 

What effect does it have on the children?
As the children witness the miracle of life taking place in the garden through the flowers springing up, 
the birds building their nest, and the roses coming to life again, they are filled with awe, wonder, and
fascination with God’s creation. As he sees dead things coming to life in the garden, Colin decides to live
again. The Magic inspires him to learn to walk and become strong. Ben Weatherstaff helps Colin realize
that his healing comes from God.

5. How does spending time in the garden help both Colin and Mary? 
Colin benefits from the fresh air and exercise and gets well. He regains the will to live and learns to forgive
his father for neglecting him. The garden helps Mary gain friends and feel like she belongs somewhere,
both of which she had never experienced before. All three children (Colin, Mary, and Dickon) gain new
respect for the value of life as they watch Colin grow from a sickly child to a healthy young man.

CATHOLIC CONNECTIONS

In the garden, the children sing the Doxology as a way of thanking God for giving His beautiful creation.
Sing this song with your family at dinner time to thank God for the many blessings He has given to you.

Reread the story of creation in Genesis chapter 2. How does the Garden of Eden resemble the 
Secret Garden?
Answers will vary. Think of the animals and the role that the children have in caring for the garden—just
like Adam was entrusted by God with the care of the Garden of Eden.

The character Dickon is much like St. Francis in his love for God’s creatures. Read about the life of 
St. Francis, especially The Canticle of the Sun. What miracles did God work through St. Francis?
What does St. Francis teach us about being thankful for God’s creation?
Answers will vary. St. Francis saw each plant, animal, and human person as an expression of God’s love 
for us. God didn’t have to make a beautiful world for us. He did it because He loves us.
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